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On Danish-American Cultural Identity
By
Signe Sloth
In 1967 an article was published which kick-started a discussion that
is still going on among sociologists today. The subject of the article
is American civil religion and the writer is the American sociologist
Robert Bellah who claims that every nation and every people has
a religious self-understanding. He advocates an American civil
religion that is separated from other denominations and established
religious institutions, but just like them demands recognition and
understanding. Bellah defines this Civil Religion as " ... A genuine
apprehension of universal and transcendental religious reality as
seen in or . . . as revealed through the experience of the American
people. 1 His main argument is that in every inaugural address by
any American president you can find a reference to God. This is not
a specific god, but because God is a concept that almost everyone can
relate to, whether it being the Christian, Muslim, Hindu or Jewish
god, it is a reference that leaves no one out. And that is the main point
of the concept that Bellah named American civil religion: To find a

common ground that will help to unite the people of a nation. And
this is part of the theme of this essay.
By using a variety of different inaugural addresses Bellah proves
his point by highlighting how all of these speeches draw on a clear
tradition for praising the historical phenemona that express American
national values. In other words; the beliefs, symbols and rituals of
American civil religion are grounded in the nation's history even if
they do draw on Christian symbols.
Behind the civil religion at every point lie Biblical archetypes:
Exodus, Chosen People, Promised Land, New Jerusalem,
Sacrificial Death and Rebirth. But it is also genuinely
American and genuinely new. It has its own prophets and
its own martyrs, its own sacred events and places, its own
solemn rituals and symbols. It is concerned that America be
a society as perfectly in accord with the will of god as men
can make it, and a light to all the nations. 2
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The Christian archetypes that Bellah addresses here are all
recognizable in American history: Among the people who founded
the nation were religious refugees, fleeing from a Europe that had no
place for 'disbelievers.' America quickly gained its nickname as the
Promised Land, a New Jerusalem to be the light for other nations to
follow; a city upon a hill. The sacrificial death and rebirth was added
with Lincoln's martyr death for the nation that would rise again as a
result of the Civil War. American civil religion is found in the nation's
myths: The American myth of origin with the Founding Fathers,
the Declaration of Independence as a sacred script, the president as
the nation's father (Obama was even called a prophet by some), the
national holidays, and the rituals and ceremonies connected to these.
All this is sacralized in Civil Religion with the single purpose of
uniting the collective identity of the society.
It is up to the individual to do or don't when it comes to believing
in the concept of Civil Religion. Nonetheless the concept gained
new life with the election of president Barack Obama in 2008. More
than any of his predecessors Obama draws heavily on the American
history and myths in his public speeches. And he does more than that;
he even verbalizes the concept, talking openly about Civil Religion,
and with that partakes in pulling it from the academic realm into
everyday media. This is even visible in Danish media. But by making
it tangible for all of us it raises a question; how can Civil Religion
unite a people as diverse as the Americans? And further; how
does such a diverse people relate to myths established long before
most of them came to this country? With no clear definition on what
constitutes being American you can't_expect everyone to adhere to
the doctrines of Civil Religion. That some seek a subcultural anchor
outside or alongside the national identity is therefore understandable.
In the fall of 2012 a new show aired on Danish television. The
show 'Alt For Danmark' (all for Denmark) invited the viewer to follow
a competition between a group of Americans with Danish heritage on
their knowledge of Denmark. 14 Americans from different regions
of the US are joined in their ancestors' country, one they have never
seen but only heard of through family stories. On the show we learn
the contestants' stories as to how they are connected to Denmark and
we are introduced to each of their views on the impact this connection
has on their lives. It is clearly an emotional journey for the contestants
as they each try to be more Danish than the other in order to win the
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competitions and be introduced to their Danish relatives. The show
helps to testify to the timeliness of my study. The first episode aired
the day before I left for the US to do my research on this exact topic;
how Danish-Americans view themselves as both one and the other.
Throughout my studies I have had a special interest in American
history and have worked thoroughly especially with the subjects
of politics and religion. The combination of the two is so very far
from Danish ways and standing outside looking in it is fascinating
how the American society, the mixture that it is, is bound together by
what seems to be a strong and proud history of a fight for freedom
that took place long before the massive migration from Europe and
thereby also long before more than a tenth of the Danish population
uprooted their lives in Denmark and crossed the Atlantic in search of
a better life.
Through an internship at The Danish Emigration Archives in
Aalborg it appeared to me that there must be a contrast between
being American and living by the American myths that the country is
founded upon, and on the other hand being an immigrant with roots
in a different culture. Since I can trace my family back through 400
years of Danish history I've never had to deal with the issues that
are present in immigrant families. I am 'just' Danish. Thus I found
myself wondering how immigrants and their descendants perceive
themselves as belonging to more than one place, one culture.
Looking through the archives of immigrants' personal letters one
rarely comes across an expression of how it feels to go through this
transformation in national myths and traditions that the experience
of integration must have been. The immigrant stories are plenty and
the descriptions thorough but it is difficult to get a sense of how the
road towards being American and keeping track of one's background
was kept in balance. In a letter from the early 1900s an immigrant
describes to her Danish relatives the differences between Danish
and American Christmas traditions as follows: "We Danes around
here keep our old custom of celebrating Christmas. The Americans
keep only Christmas day." She goes on writing that in spite of the
differences they also join in celebration. She reminds her relatives of
how long she has been living abroad and on the thought· of ever
going back to Denmark concludes:
"I think I might miss America as much as I now miss Denmark"3
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Despite this remark she still considers herself Danish and there
is a clear sense of an us-and-them sentiment throughout her letters.
Though they speak Danish at home, she tells her relatives that her
two youngest children won't learn to write Danish and that the oldest
one is forgetting how to. In describing the mixture of people in her
neighborhood she writes: "It is almost like the Tower of Babel" and of
her children she writes: "We have had a lot of pleasure and happiness
from our children so far but they are Americans." From these few
quotes a picture is provided of how the woman writing the letters
experiences Danish vs. American traditions, how her new country
starts to feel like home and how her children are American before they
are Danish. Especially the last point repeats itself again and again in
the stories of the people this essay is written about.
It is generally known that the Danish immigrants spread out
more widely than their Scandinavian neighbors. This caused for
a rapid assimilation through loss of native language after the first
generation, marriage out of the group, and also through the division
of the Lutheran church. 4 I started out writing this essay while situated
in Elk Hom, Iowa. One doesn't have to stay long to realize that this
place is one of the exceptions to that general knowledge. Here is a
vast claim for the population's Danish heritage, visualized throughout
the town, and at the Family History and Genealogy Center you will
often hear the claim "I'm Danish" spoken in a very distinguishable
American accent by the visitors who come here to do some digging
on their ancestors.
In terms of cultural identity the individual draws his or her
affiliations from a variety of parameters. Where cultural identity can
be seen shaped in the community, big or small, when the individual
imitates and follows the social norm and learns from the group, an
essential point can be made in reference to the individual belonging
not just to one but several groups and therefore partaking in different
cultural identities, some of which may even contradict each other.
This is what I aim to explore through my interviews with some of
those Americans who still consider themselves Danish alongside their
being American.
I graduated from Aarhus University in 2011 with my final thesis
engaging with the way in which American Presidents have used
Civil Religion to evoke certain sentiments in the American public,
and thereby create a feeling of unity. As previously mentioned Civil
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Religion can be defined as a symbol system with the purpose of uniting
members of a society through joint myths and rituals and the idea of a
transcendent power, and sociologists will argue that the phenomenon
is very visible when looking at some American Presidents where
Civil Religion becomes a celebration of a unified people, in spite of
the differences.
In my thesis I concluded that Barack Obama is distinctively aware
of the civil religious tradition he is maintaining, and his evident use of
the American myths has moved the debate on civil religion from the
academic realm to the public; this can now be witnessed throughout
the written media when the subject is religion. Even the Danish media
highlighted the connection between Obama's inaugural address and
American civil religion, emphasizing further the importance of this
study; particularly how the concept of civil religion is received by
those Americans who still hold onto their Danish roots.
My hypothesis aims to explore the apparent paradox of, on one
hand identifying oneself as American, yet partaking in the traditions
of a Danish subculture and heritage. Within the context of Civil
Religion, my research aims to explore how the Danish Americans
experience the attempt by their President to embrace all Americans
under one etiquette, eliminating any difference, and thereby unifying
the population. Obama does this in a very visible manner but is far
from the only American president to do so. This is of course especially
interesting among those who fight to maintain their foreign roots.
How are the American myths perceived by people with Danish
heritage, with myths of their own? How do these people react to
civil religion as it is used in politics? And how do they relate to the
American myths in general?
Contrary to the contestants on the Danish TV-show, the Danes I
spoke to in Elk Hom have all been to Denmark at least once. Some
have visited recently, some earlier and some of them more than a few
times. It seems to be equally important to these people to be able
to say that they have in fact visited their parents' or grandparents'
birthplaces. To some, the trip to their ancestors' native country
has made them even prouder of their Danish heritage, and in our
conversations I immediately sensed that it is certainly a trip you
have to take in order to be a true Danish-American descendant in the
Danish Village of Elk Hom.
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On the question of their upbringing in a Danish home the standard
answer is that even though their parents spoke Danish they weren't
interested in passing on that part of their identity. Most parents would
only speak Danish when they didn't want the kids to know what they
were talking about! And those kids that did speak Danish when they
started in school quickly learned that it was easier to fit in if they
spoke English. Most parents would encourage their children to speak
English and make it clear that they were Americans. One woman
told me that when she started school she was teased because she could
barely speak English and to her Grandmother who never learned
English she made it very clear that: "I'm NOT talking Danish to you
anymore." There seems to have been a desire from the parents of
the people I have talked to, to make sure that their children were well
integrated into the American society, and from the children as well
to fit in as Americans and thus letting go of whatever might separate
them from the other kids. They agree that their generation were more
Americanized because there wasn't a desire from their parents to teach
their children about their Danish roots. Because of this the children
weren't aware of the ethnic upbringing they would end up having
anyway; People in Elk Horn agree that what has been passed down
as relevant today are recipes. On the question of whether they spoke
Danish growing up the participants would answer: "We ate Danish."
Everybody in the area grew up eating cebleskiver, frikadeller, rullepelse
and rugbred. And they still do. But for most of them it wasn't until later
in their lives, when someone outside of the Danish community would
ask them about it, they realized that this wasn't common American.
One woman tells me of her first visit to the Danish village Solvang in
California; while she was looking over the menu excited to see all the
dishes she remembered from her childhood, her friend who wasn't
of Danish descent was looking confused as if the menu was written
in a different language. And while this woman's friend thought the
waitress spoke with a strange accent, she herself was familiar with
the Danish sound of the waitress' voice. It wasn't until this point she
realized that she must have had a somewhat ethnic upbringing after
all, seeing her friend being unfamiliar with the things that she hadn't
even thought about; "I felt like I was at home and she was totally
estranged."
Despite their parents not doing anything conscious to teach their
children Danish culture it somehow became important later in their
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lives. The awareness of belonging to a culture separate from the
American turned out to be of significance in a way that fits the
sentiment of Elk Hom well. Even though none of the participants
of this essay moved to Elk Hom because of its Danishness, they all
say that the place caused them to be more conscious about their
background.
They all agree that the interest in their background is something
that has become important later in their lives. None of them were
particularly proud to be anything but American growing up. In spite
of this, many of the people participating in my interviews believe
that this awareness of one's background is important to their children
more than it was when they themselves were younger. With today's
easy access to genealogy studies, an interest in digging up one's
family history is created. And today they won't hesitate to call
themselves Danish. On the question of whether they are American
first, they will answer yes, of course they are. But they will still call
themselves Danish; "there is something neat about that." It is clearly
difficult to put into words exactly why, but it becomes clear that the
connection to Denmark matters in terms of how one characterizes
oneself; being proud of being Danish equals looking up to the
hardworking ancestors who gave up everything and fought their way
through an ungrateful existence in a foreign country, most of them
without ever being able to go back. So this is what it comes down to;
the Danish moral and work ethic. I have come across people saying
that they are happy their family originated in Denmark and not in
Italy or Germany; "the Danes are trustworthy and have a high moral
standard. I'm glad to know that they are behind us."
The people participating in my study in Elk Hom are almost
all third generation immigrants. Studies show that it is common for
this generation to pay more attention to their historical background
than it is for second generation immigrants. While the children of
parents who migrated did what they could to assimilate and become
one with the surrounding culture, the next generation is more likely
to dig up old traditions in a return to their family's previous ways
of being. While the first generation kept to their own ways of
doing things, mostly because they settled among fellow countrymen,
the second generation would tum towards American ways of living,
and the following generation would seek backwards to pick up old
traditions. That shows among the Danish-Americans in Elk Hom and
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the stories they have shared with me. When asked about the contrast
I expected to find in this way of living by both Danish and American
values a lot of them couldn't follow my drift. I kept getting the same
response over and over again; .11This was how we were brought
up." They didn't see the trouble in being both a patriotic American
and a dedicated Dane. That their homes are decorated with Royal
Copenhagen, that they will dance around the Christmas tree singing
the Danish Christmas song 'Nu har vi jul igen', and that they can show
off a well used ~bleskiver pan, doesn't make them any less American.
In reference to the American myths and my question on how that
is relevant to them another general answer kept meeting me; "This
IS my history! It is our history." Still their lives circulate around the
Danish elements as well and that comes natural in Elk Hom; "The
things we do are the things everybody does here. It isn't anything we
think about. There is just something about it that pulls you to it."
Outside Elk Hom the tone is quite different. It is safe to say
that there is always an exception to the rule and in this case that
exception is firmly grounded in the difference in being third
generation immigrants as my interviewees in Elk Hom or first
generation immigrants as the couple I met with in another Iowan
town. Opening with the question on to which degree they consider
themselves American I am met with the answer; "Absolutely! We
don't have a foot in each camp like some immigrants have." Here is
nothing of wanting the best of both sides. It was agreed upon when
they decided to move that they were to become American. This
separates them from the original first generation immigrants, but it is
natural that circumstances change over time. These two immigrants
didn't decide on putting an ocean between themselves and their
homeland because the situation there forced them to. They came
because they wanted to. But the fact that they chose not to participate
in the variety of Danish societies that surrounded them makes them
unique to my study. "We were going to be Americans. We were not
going to be different." So they blended right in, surprised to see the
Danish communities of Askov, Solvang, Tyler and Dannebrog among
them, not having known about these settlements beforehand; "They
were probably more Danish than we were." That is in terms of making
an effort to keep traditions alive, because what is clear to someone
born and raised in Denmark is that these traditions u ... are a hundred
years old." But even living as Americans, a conscious decision or not,
16

they admit to celebrating Danish traditions after all. A few Danish
hymns around the Christmas tree are in order just as is ris a la mande.
Like someone told me; "You haven't celebrated Christmas until you
have done it in Denmark." It becomes clear that these two people
have experienced difficulty fitting in to the Danish societies in their
neighborhood because of the outdated and modified traditions that
these societies maintain. They have learned to keep quiet even though
"They sure don't do anything that we consider Danish."
By geography they are American. For the simple reason that
this is where they chose to settle and this is where their children are.
But when it comes to define one's nationality in terms of history the
question is not as easy to answer. This is actually something that
has been an issue in more than one way; it is not just a question
of personal history, it can be a tricky thing as well when you are
filling out official papers. To be an ethnic Dane but a US citizen can
be confusing when the system asks about your nationality. Is it a
matter of where you were born or where you belong? But for these
two, as confusing as it might have been to begin with, they always put
down 'US' when asked about nationality, thinking that it must have
had to do with citizenship. So when asked if they consider themselves
Danish or American they don't hesitate to answer that they are
American; "it is simpler to just belong to one place." Here you don't
feel the need for anything outside of the general society to help define
you. Actually they find it strange when people consider them to be
Danish; "A friend would introduce us as 'our friends from Denmark,'
we have been here 50-60 years, and you would think we just got off
the boat." Despite that remark they admit to looking differently at
some of the things they are presented with in the US because of
their Danish background. It isn't everything in society that is as easily
understood as it is for older generation Americans.
As much as this particular couple stands firm on their American
ground I am struck by the distinct Western Jutlandic accent that
colors their perfectly fluent English. Some things are not as easily
let go of.
On another note, returning to the issue of American civil religion
and its unifying purpose, I am met with opposing opinions on
whether or not the myths of the nation will keep their relevance to
the citizens of the multicultural melting pot as one of the participants
calls the United States. In Iowa a woman tells me that she is not sure
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if the people of the nation are ever going to be unified. She doesn't
believe that her holding on to her Danish heritage is something that
is standing in the way of that and describes it as a process that is
still evolving. She identifies as an American; "We are all Americans
because this is our nation, this is what we are part of. That doesn't take
away from the fact that we all came from somewhere else and that we
are still proud of the connection to those groups." But she recognizes
the difference between living in an old Danish settlement and being
in a mixture of several different nationalities. For the latter it is going
to be difficult to identify with one cultural background and therefore
they will consider themselves all American. Without a specific
family history all you have is the American history. But even with a
strong Danish heritage to identify with there is no issue connecting to
American values also; '~merican society is a mixture. It's always going
to be a mixture. It's never going to be one thing. Maybe in a thousand
years, but at this point we are still a new country." When I ask her
about history she firmly states that her history is the history of the
United States. And when I argue that this is not where her family
is from she quickly responds that it doesn't matter, this is where she
belongs, despite her Danish heritage. She points out that the American
history is a history of immigrants. People who came, blended in, and
helped to build the country. And this is the ongoing process; Mexican
holidays are celebrated all over the United States but that doesn't
mean that the people celebrating them don't consider themselves
to be Americans. Introducing the subject of Civil Religion all I get
is "When you think about those puritans, oh my God, who wants
them for ancestors?" She might agree that there is a lot of religious
symbolism in politics, but it isn't anything she takes to heart. Even if
she believes that her history is the history of America she still thinks
that keeping track of your roots is important and when asked why the
Danish subculture still thrives around the nation she answers that at
this point it is still part of people's history. "We still identify with our
ethnic groups because we have no definite American culture to hang
on to." She admits that there might be a little but it is not celebrated
unanimously. "As far as stories from hundreds and hundreds of years
ago, where are we going to get them? We have to go to some other
country so we go to the country we came from. We are preserving
the multiculturalism and that's part of being American." She does
however have some reluctance towards the authenticity of the Danish
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subculture in her community. People participate in the celebrations
because it is fun. Not because it's particularly Danish; "The cebleskiver
and the Christmas hearts aren't real culture. They are the trappings of
a culture, the decorations of a culture. We use those things to relate to
a culture which we are not a part of ourselves." She doesn't mean this
to be a bad thing, that's just how it is.
In California I get another opinion on the issue of American civil
religion and the relevance of the national myths. The first couple I
meet here stands out by having recently moved to the States from
Denmark after having spent half a lifetime going back and forth.
They have chosen to keep their Danish citizenship not because they
don't want to be American but because Denmark is one of the few
countries that doesn't allow dual citizenship.
This couple believes that the American myths of origin, the story
of The Founding Fathers, will keep its relevance because it has to! "It
is the only history that the Americans have, even if it is not a real
history. The American history is nothing but a family feud. How can
that be the pillar of this gigantic country?" They hope that that history
after all will keep its relevance because it is the only thing that will
unite the country. Without it The United States wouldn't be a unified
country with anything in common. The differences across the nation
are too great. But even so they are not convinced that this bit of history
is enough. Only weeks before the presidential election these two
people express that they have never experienced the country being
as divided as it seems to be this fall of 2012; "There is a growing
need in society to express your affiliations outside American society.
You don't just say your name when you introduce yourself. There is
always something following, race, religion or some other indication
on what and where you belong to." As an example, when it became
politically incorrect to call people with African heritage black, they
were to become Afro-Americans instead, ignoring the fact that most
of these people had never had anything to do with Africa; "They
don't have that background. They are building an Afro-American
background on the same very thin basis as the first Americans built
America on." Because these two people have a present perception
of their background they don't feel a need to be a part of the Danish
communities because their experience is that what is introduced to
them as their background isn't true; "Everything has been twisted.
You don't experience a current interest in updating things." They don't
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see it as a possibility to ever take the Danish out of them, should they
choose to become American citizens; "You can't remove the heritage
you bring with you." Be it Latin-American, Afro-American or DanishAmerican it is important for people to say both because you can't
just take away the history you bring with you. "That heritage won't
change because you choose another citizenship. That doesn't change
your nationality." This goes for first generation immigrants more than
it does for people born and raised in the US of course.
Down the Pacific coast I am met with the same sentiment, in
Santa Barbara, Los Angeles, San Diego and even Solvang the people
I talk to are of the same opinion; the country seems more divided
than ever, and politically, people are lashing out at each other from
each of their political, religious, and ethnic groupings. Some might
believe that American civil religion needs to survive for the country
to survive as a nation and not just as a group of united states. But far
from all believe that it will. The Danish-Americans might not have
trouble finding a way to relate to American history and its myth of
origin because our society and culture are not that different from
each other. But a lot of the migration into The United States today
comes from far different places around the globe and as some of the
participants in this study have explained their easy integration on
their Anglo-Saxon background, this is not the case of the majority of
the immigrants today. As one woman told me; "I think that with the
influx of immigrants into the United States today we are gonna have a
difficult time keeping our national myths relevant to the citizens of the
United States because there will be fewer who can actually identify
with them." Be this as it may, the melting pot that is the United States
leaves room for patriotism facing both forward and back in time. No
one I have talked to, of the Danish-Americans joining in both Danish
and American culture, feel conflicted in celebrating both the 4th of
July and June 5th. An Independence Day and a Constitution Day can
be equally celebrated even if they are rooted in two different countries.
And they are both equally important to the celebrators as part of their
history.
Important as it may still be for most of the people I have talked
with in writing this essay, who is to say how time will treat the old
Americanized celebrations of Danish culture? If American civil religion
doesn't succeed in its purpose of uniting the American people, who
knows, the subcultural minorities around the country might again get
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to bloom, but for now, the two high school football teams formerly
known as Danes and Vikings are merged into Spartans and as much
as the people of Elk Hom wish for their Danish culture to thrive
among the inhabitants of the small Danish Village, they agree that
it is going to be on a touristic level and not a communal. Luckily, in
the foreseeable future the Danes of Elk Hom will still gather around
the Christmas tree to sing Nu har vi jul igen, they will eat their
c:Ebleskiver and rullepelse and share stories of times long gone, and I am
grateful that they have shared these stories with me and by that shed
some new light on a little bit of our mutual history.
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